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+HQU\*UHHQ·VSLJHRQV 
 
Birds and certain varieties of birds have long been potent symbols related to war and conflict. 
But as airplane technologies developed in rapid tandem with the coming and arrival of the 
Second World War, the connection between avian and aviation reached new heights in the 
cultural imagination. The symbolism of doves, for instance, takes on unsettling connotations in 
76(OLRW·V´/LWWOH*LGGLQJµZKHUHDGHVFHQGLQJGRYHEUHDNVWKURXJKWKHDLUZLWKIODPHV
of incandescent terror, controversially representing the Holy Spirit in the form of a German 
dive-bomber. The painter Paul Nash, much of whose oeuvre relates to his fascination with flying 
RUGRZQHGDLUFUDIWFRPSDUHGGLIIHUHQW´VSHFLHVµRISODQHVWRELUGVFDOOLQJWKH:KLWOH\bomber 
´DTXHHUELUG-OLNHFUHDWXUH«$GRYHRIGHDWKµ1 Swallows, meanwhile, feature in Virginia 
:RROI·VBetween the Acts (1941), their historical flight trajectory connecting continents as well as 
HSRFKV7KHVXEVHTXHQWLQWUXVLRQE\PRGHUQDLUFUDIWE\´>t]welve aeroplanes in perfect 
IRUPDWLRQOLNHDIOLJKWRIZLOGGXFNµLQWXUQDQWLFLSDWHV0LFKDHO3RZHOO·VDQG(PHULF
3UHVVEXUJHU·VA Canterbury Tale (1944): a film whose famous jump-cuts splice the image of a 
soaring falcon in medieval England with that of a Spitfire during the Second World War 
present.2  
With birds like planes and planes like ducks, much cultural production surrounding the 
Second World War chimes the military with the ornithological. Their visual resemblance, of 
course, was much remarked upon beyond the realm of art, causing no shortage of anxiety even 
during the interwar years. Notorious cases in which one was confused for the other are 
UHFRXQWHGLQDHULDOZDUIDUH´SURSKHWµ*LXOLR'RXKHW·VLQIOXHQWLDOERRNThe Command of the Air 
(1921), including a panicked moment at Brescia when mourners at the funeral services for 
victims of an earlier bombing mistook a bird for an enemy plane.3 Later, the first British fighter 
pilot casualty of the Second World War occurred when a flock of geese was misidentified by 
 2 
ground observers as a formation of high-altitude enemy aircraft; two squadrons of fighters were 
scrambled as a result and attacked each other in friendly fire.4  
While birds represented the culture of total war in a myriad of ways, conversely, they also 
reflected particular understandings of British national and social identity. Even before war began, 
ecological wildlife and landscape were held up as aspects of heritage under threat of global 
conflict; this, coupled with concerns over the despoliation of the countryside by industrial 
PRGHUQLW\ZHUHFRXQWHUHGE\LPDJHVRI´%HDXWLIXO%ULWDLQµWKDW´DVVHUWHGWKHFRQWLQXLQJ
H[LVWHQFHRIDODQGVFDSHLQZKLFKLWZDVLQFUHDVLQJO\KDUGWREHOLHYHµ5 The Shell Guides of the 
1930s, especially, illustrated by artists including John Piper and Nash, celebrated the countryside 
DQGWKHQDWLRQ·VORFDODQWLTXLWLHVWKURXJKWKHDHULDOSHUVSHFWLYH 
7KHIL[DWLRQRQQDWXUHFRQWLQXHGDIWHUZDU·VRXWEUHDN-XOLDQ+X[OH\SRSXODU
birdwatcher and director of the Zoological Society of London, claimed in his wartime BBC radio 
WDONVWKDWELUGVKDGVSHFLDOLPSRUWDQFHEHFDXVHWKH\ZHUH´WKHPHDQVE\ZKLFKWKHLQGLYLGXDO
PD\RULHQWDWHKLPVHOIWRWKHFRXQWU\µ6 Where the eagle came to represent Nazi Germany (the 
/XIWZDIIH·VDWWack on Britain was codenamed the Adlerangriff [eagle attack], the Berchtesgaden 
was called the Adlernest >HDJOH·VQHVW@WKH\HOORZKDPPHUDQGWKHWXUWOHGRYH+X[OH\VWDWHGZHUH
´expressionsµRIWKHQDWLRQDQGUHSUHVHQWHGWKHFDOPSDVWRUDORIWKHPLGVXPPHr British 
countryside.7 ,QGHHGWKHTXHVWLRQRIKRZ´%ULWLVKµFHUWDLQELUGVZHUHEHFDPHDZDUWLPH
preoccupation. According to Helen Macdonald, species like the robin were often compared to 
cousins on the other side of the Channel, and Norfolk farmers, upon discovering that the 
VN\ODUNVHDWLQJWKHLUFRUQFDPHIURPWKHFRQWLQHQWRYHUWXUQHGWKHLUFRXQW\FRXQFLO·VSURSRVHG
ELUGSURWHFWLRQPHDVXUHVRQWKHEDVLVWKDW´6N\ODUNVWKDWVLQJWR1D]LVZLOOJHWQRPHUF\KHUHµ
as press headlines declared.8  
For birds wHUHKDUGO\MXVWELUGV´WKH\ZHUHORDGHGZLWKV\PEROLFHIIHFWµ³and affect³
´LQFUHDVLQJO\GHULYHGIURPYHUVLRQVRIQDWLRQDOLGHQWLW\µ9 This latter point is succinctly conveyed 
by Tawny Pipit (1944), the film directed by Bernard Miles and Charles Saunders that acts both as a 
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contrast and complement to A Canterbury Tale. Centring on the discovery of rare birds in an 
(QJOLVKYLOODJHE\DILJKWHUSLORWDQGKLVJLUOIULHQGWKHILOPHPSKDVLVHVWKDW´/RYHRIDQLPDOVDQG
nature is part and parcel of the British way RIOLIHµDVRQHFKDUDFWHUVD\V,WHQGVZLWKDQDHULDO
view of the fighter plane flying over a church and its environs while villagers sing a hymn to give 
WKDQNVIRUWKHSLSLWV·VXUYLYDO:LWKWKHSODQHUHQDPHGAnthus Campestris, the scientific name for 
tawny pipit, the links between English land and history, severed by the violence of war, are 
reunited once more. 
How do we reconcile these two, seemingly contradictory readings of birds in the late 
thirties and forties: as aerial bombardment and death from DERYHRQWKHRQHKDQGDQGDV´WKH
KHULWDJHZHDUHILJKWLQJIRUµWRTXRWHIURP-DPHV)LVKHU·VWatching Birds (1940), on the other? 10  
The answer requires grasping how wartime experience was understood in the two 
decades prior to the Second World War. As modernist scholarship of late as shown, after the 
conclusion of the First World War, aesthetic innovation and production were nevertheless 
influenced by apprehensions of future war and total war. Sarah Cole, for example, has charted 
how a temporality of incipience with respect to violence inflects modernist aesthetics, which 
increasingly recognised its own position as being between wars.11 Meanwhile, Jan Mieszkowski 
has argued that the discourse and theorization of total war came into its own after the First 
World War, when military achievements began to be judged against future triumphs or defeats in 
UHODWLRQWRD´VXSHUFRQIOLFWµWKDWPD\RUPD\QRWFRPHWRSDVVWKHPRGHUQPLOLWDU\FXOWXUH
EHFDPHRQHZKHUH´PLOLWDU\SUD[LVLVDOZD\VDVPXFKDYLUWXDODVDQ DFWXDOVWUXJJOHµ12 For Paul 
Saint-$PRXUWKHPRGHUQLVWSHULRGUHJLVWHUVWKHVWDWHRI´SHUSHWXDOLQWHUZDUµDVDQHYHU\GD\
condition: the sense that one resided not only between the World Wars, but within the breathing 
spaces of ongoing global cataclysms more generally.13 During the twenties and thirties, the 
notion of wartime extended beyond the boundaried duration of a specific conflict to suggest the 
DIIHFWLYHVKDSHRI´WKHFRPSOHWHPLOLWDUL]DWLRQRIH[LVWHQFHµ 14 This brings a fresh and important 
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perspective WR+HQU\*UHHQ·VSHUVLVWHQWXVHRIDVHHPLQJO\LQQRFXRXVELUGWKHSLJHRQDVWURSH
and image in his novels of the time.   
Party Going (1939) begins with a dead pigeon that drops out of nowhere to disrupt the 
WUDYHOVRIWKHVWRU\·VEULJKW\RXQJWKLQJV DQGWKDWJHVWXUHVWRZDUGVZDU·VMRLQWSK\VLFDODQG
socio-political, if indeterminate, convulsions. TKHSLJHRQ·VVSHFLILFPHDQLQJV, however much 
debated, remain elusive and obscure. It ´UHDFKHVDWWLPHVWKHLQWHQVLW\RIDV\PEROEXWODFNVDOO
precision of UHIHUHQFHDQGFRQVLVWHQF\µRQHFULWLFREVHUYHV15 ´>,@WORRNVDVLIWKHLPDJHRIDGHDG
ELUGKDVEHHQGLVSODFHGIURPVRPHZKHUHHOVHµQRWHVDQRWKHU16 As any reader familiar with 
Green will know, it is indeed displaced from elsewhere: from his earlier novel about factory life 
LQ%LUPLQJKDPWRXWHGDV´WKHILQHVWSUROHWDULDQQRYHORIWKHSHULRGµLiving (1929).17 And as this 
HVVD\ZLOODUJXHWKHOHJLELOLW\RI*UHHQ·VSLJHRQVRUUDWKHUWKHLULQVLVWHQWLOOHJLELOLW\UHVWVDV
much on the way his narratives variously attempt to shift between socio-economic classes as it 
does on the consciousness of an imminent world war whose tactics are reliant on air power to 
LQIOLFWLPPHGLDWHDQGLQGLVFULPLQDWHYLROHQFH*UHHQ·VELUGVDUHQRWLQGLFDWLYHRIDQXQFKDQJLQJ
pastoral heritage, but of a radically changing, still ungraspable, socio- and geo-political landscape: 
one that portends unprecedented change on the level and scale of the unremarkable and the 
ordinary, as the idea of war became increasingly mundane, even as its anticipation became 
increasingly fraught. 
:KLOHWDNLQJLQWRFRQVLGHUDWLRQWKHUHFDOFLWUDQFHRI*UHHQ·VODWHPRGHUQLVPDQGKLV
RIWHQLUUHYHUHQWVW\OH,DUJXHWKDWWKHSLJHRQV·IOLJKWSDWKWKURXJKKLVLQWHUZDUQRYHOVFDSWXUHV
particular changes in the zeitgeist: not only in terms of fears of aerial bombardment, but of 1930s 
UHDOLVPDQGWKH´NQRZDELOLW\µRIWKHQDWLRQDVHPERGLHGE\WKHYRJXHLQVRFLDODQWKURSRORJ\$V
James Buzard and others have pointed out, this was a period that reprised the mid-Victorian 
´¶&RQGLWLRQRI(QJODQGTXHVWLRQ·WKHSHUFHSWLRQRI7ZR1DWLRQVXQKDSSLO\FRH[LVWLQJLQ
%ULWDLQµ18 ,QWKHVDPHZD\WKDWWKHHDUOLHUWUDGLWLRQLVFKDUDFWHULVHGE\´DUHSUHVHQWDWLYHRIRQH
class [who] consciously sets out to explore, analyse and report upon, the life of another class 
 5 
ORZHULQWKHVRFLDOVFDOHWKDQKLVRZQµOHIWLVWZULWHUVLQWKHWKLUWLHVOLNH*HRUJH2UZHOODQG-%
3ULHVWOH\LQYHVWLJDWHGWKH´RWKHUµ(QJODQGLQWKHLUILFWLRQDQGQRQ-fiction.19 Both Valentine 
Cunningham and Carol Wipf-Miller, borrowing from Marxist rhetoric, have called this the 
ERXUJHRLVSURSHQVLW\IRU´JRLQJRYHUµ%X]DUGXVHVWKHWHUP´DXWR-HWKQRJUDSK\µWRKLJKOLJKW
QRWRQO\WKHLQWHUHVWLQRQH·VHWKQRJUDSK\EXWKRZVXFKLQWHUHVWFDQHPSKDVLVHVRFLDOGLIIHUHQFH
rather than similarity.20  
The son of a wealthy industrialist and a member of the aristocratic class, Green went 
´RYHUµWKRXJKLQDVHOI-FRQVFLRXVDQGXQHDV\VHQVH+HOHDUQHGWRQHJRWLDWHEHWZHHQ´WKH
radical individualism of modernism and the collective identity SULYLOHJHGE\WKHQHZUHDOLVPµ
Wipf-Miller argues.21 However, his interwar texts chart a growing ambivalence not just about 
RQH·VFDSDFLW\WR´JRRYHUµEXWDERXWKRZRQHFDQNQRZHLWKHURIWKH7ZR1DWLRQVLQOLJKWRI
the instability of the late twenties and thirties, and the undetermined but anticipated effects of 
JOREDOZDURQ%ULWLVKVRFLHW\%\UHDGLQJ*UHHQ·VSLJHRQVDJDLQVWZKDWVRFLDODQWKURSRORJ\LVLQ
part driven by but cannot predict³ZDU·VLPSDFWVRQWKHFLYLOLDQSV\FKHDQGRQ%ULWLVKFODVVDQG
social structure³their intractability as tropes renders, precisely, the uncertainty that was both in 
WKHDLUDQGRQWKHJURXQG$ORQJWKHZD\ZHZLOOQHHGWRDVVHVV*UHHQ·VDSSURSULDWLRQRIWZR
other cultural tropes of the 1930s, the aerial view and the grounded view, as well as the various 
forms in which interwar observation was itself understood³including as bird-watching. 
 
Interwar cultures of observation: new ornithology and social anthropology 
Green can be said to be a kind of observer. With a reputation for being detached from his 
VXEMHFWVIRUEHLQJ´DQ¶LQYLVLEOHDUWLVW·µZKRLV´DORRIIURPKLVPDWHULDOµZKR´GRHVQRWWHOO\RX
ZKDWKLVFKDUDFWHUVWKLQNQRUDVVXPHWKHLUSRLQWVRIYLHZKHVHHVWKURXJKQRVLQJOHPLQGµKLV
narratives are noted for remarking upon the seen and the heard rather than the known and the 
explicated. 22 )RU-DPHV:RRG*UHHQ´QHYHULQWHUQDOL]HVKLVFKDUDFWHUV·WKRXJKWV>DQG@KDUGO\
HYHUH[SODLQVDFKDUDFWHU·VPRWLYHµDQGZKLOHQRWDSULPDU\DXWKRULQKHUVWXG\-HVVLFD%XUVWHLn 
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FRQVLGHUV*UHHQWREHD´FROGPRGHUQLVWµZKRUHMHFWVWKHW\SLFDOO\PRGHUQLVWSUHRFFXSDWLRQ
ZLWKLQWHULRULW\LQIDYRXURIH[WHULRULW\DQG´WKHSURVWKHWLFWKHFRS\DQGLPLWDWLRQµ23 In Beci 
&DUYHU·V, analysis Green DQGRWKHU´JUDQXODUPRGHUQLVWVµsustain ´WHFKQLTXHVRILUUHOHYDQFH
plotlessness, miscellaneousness, convolution and confusion... in an attempt to describe a semi-
aware exercise in futilityµUDWKHUWKDQLQUHOHYDQFHDQGPHDQLQJ24 
 :KHUHKLV´REVHUYDWLRQDOµVW\OHVXJJHVWVGLVWDQFHRQWKHRQHKDQd, it suggests intimate 
NQRZOHGJHRQWKHRWKHU*UHHQ·VYDORULVDWLRQRIGHWDFKPHQWDQGWKHHUUDQWDUHRIWHQVXSSRUWHG
by reflections on his astuteness as an observer of social EHKDYLRXUSDUWLFXODUO\KLV´JHQLXVIRU
speech, especially working-class, regioQDODQGGLDOHFWVSHHFKµDQGKLVLQWHUHVWLQ´DWRWDO
LPPHUVLRQLQWKHGDLO\LQGHWHUPLQDWHIOX[RI«RUGLQDU\PRPHQWVLQRUGLQDU\OLYHVµ25 However, 
his attention to the bathetic, the uneventful, and the deflationary is far from frivolous. As 
commentary on the need to recuperate and reconsider the openness and contingency of everyday 
OLIH*UHHQ·VZULWLQJVWULYHVWRFRQYH\RSDFLW\DQGSRVVLELOLW\WRUHQGHUDOLYHGH[SHULHQFHWKDW
escapes coherence or totality. Early in his career, he developed an interest in &KHNKRY·VFRQFHSW
RIVLJQLILFDQWLUUHOHYDQFHZKLFKPLJKWPDNHWKHFDVH´,UUHOHYDQF\PHDQVVRPXFK«LWVKRZV
\RXZKDWDSHUVRQLV	KRZKHWKLQNV	FRQYH\VDWPRVSKHUHWKDWLVLQFRQFHLYDEOH«µ26 His 
eventual fixation with hollowness and nothingness, then (and the title of a later book is Nothing 
[1950]), is itself something.  
1LFN6KHSOH\QRWHVWKDW*UHHQLV´DWWXQ>HG@WRWKHHYHU\GD\ZKHUHWKHWUDQVIRUPDWLYHRU
the transcendent, evental or epiphanic, is either turned against or at least quickly subsumed by 
the quotidian flow, where significance is continually put off or subverted and where relevance is 
UHSHDWHGO\LQGRXEWµ27 :KLOHWKLVLVFHUWDLQO\WKHFDVHDFURVV*UHHQ·VRHXYUHWKHZULWHU
formulated his thoughts on significant irrelevancy in the mid- to late twenties, when a 
preoccupation with the everyday was taking hold on a socio-cultural level. It was a time when an 
interest in the everyday, in and of itself, jostled against the desire to analyse and find its broader 
significance. Indeed, attention to the quotidian took on the form of observation itself: an activity 
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that combines the trivial and the uneventful with an eye for discerning meaning and pattern. But 
this was also a time when everyday life was slowly changing in relation to war as an expected 
SKHQRPHQRQDQGWRZDUDVDSKHQRPHQRQRIHYHU\GD\OLIH:KLOH*UHHQ·VSURVHLVQRWRULRXVO\
fluid in metaphor and meaning³and while it is not my intention to delimit its interpretive 
possibilities³KLVZULWLQJ·VRSHQ-endedness and slipperiness generate a perplexity with historical 
resonance. By briefly considering some of the cultures of collective observation which emerged 
contemporaneously in his timeWKLVHVVD\DLPVWRVKRZKRZDQGZK\*UHHQ·VSRHWLFVRIGHOD\HG
significance and doubtful relevance were thrown into relief, and complicated, by the political and 
epistemic uncertainties of the day.  
From the twenties onward, various networks of amateur field observers were established 
for the purposes of observing and collecting information on environmental and social life. 
Catalysed by the socio-political changes inflecting the country at large, their ground-level 
fieldwork was both evidence of, and a reaction to, these transformations. One such prominent 
observatory body was the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO). Established in 1932 by Max 
Nicholson, it was founded to mobilize bird-ZDWFKHUV´WRXQGHUWDNHFR-ordinated research 
WKURXJKRXWWKH%ULWLVK,VOHVµ 28 3URSRXQGLQJD´QHZRUQLWKRORJ\µWKDWGLIIHUHGIURPWKHDPDWHXU
naturalism of previous decades, the BTO focused on collective as well as private observation, 
and on uniform, standardised practices which included group fieldwork and information-
gathering techniques for tracking different species and migration patterns. Advising birdwatchers 
to buy various PDSVIRUUHFRUGLQJELUGVLQFOXGLQJ´D-inch ordnance map of the whole district, 
6-LQFKPDSRIORFDOVXUURXQGLQJVDQG«-inch map of the immediate neighbourhood upon 
ZKLFKWKH\FRXOGPDUNWKHGLVWULEXWLRQRIORFDOELUGVSHFLHVµLWSURPRWHGWKHLQWHU-mapping of 
the local, the regional, and the national through the bird and the birdwatcher.29 :LWKWKLV´>W@KH
Observer oriented himself to the nation through specific acts of vision and bird identification, 
OLWHUDOO\LQVFULELQJKLVSUHVHQFHXSRQWKHQDWLRQ·s maps: a powerful act, tying observer and nation 
WRJHWKHUWKURXJKVFLHQWLILFVXUYH\µ30 More generally, the BTO formulated a centralised, national 
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DUFKLYHE\FRQVWHOODWLQJORFDODQGORFDWLRQDOREVHUYDWLRQVHYHQIURPRQH·VEDFNJDUGHQ%\
Tawny Pipit, the wide cast of characters to arrive in the rural countryside³from nightclubbers as 
land girls and cockney kids as evacuees³would be purportedly improved, physically and 
spiritually, through their contact with the landscape and with the pipits.31 But even before that, 
communing with nature, and with birds in particular, was seen as a transformative activity that 
OHGWRZKDW1LFKROVRQFDOOHG´PRUHFRQVWUXFWLYHZRUNµIRr both the individual and the country.32 
7KH%72·VJRDOZDV´WRILQGWKHOLQNEHWZHHQRUGLQDU\Qature, witnessed locally, and the whole; 
to connect the observation of nature in particular localities and to the progressivist planning of 
WKHQDWLRQµ33  
So important and widespread was bird-watching at this time that it was considered a 
manifestation of D´SRSXODUXQFRQVFLRXVµDQGGHHPHGZRUWK\RILQ-depth social investigation by 
a different, more well-known interwar observatory body, Mass Observation (MO).34 Founded by 
the poet Charles Madge, the anthropologist Tom Harrisson, and the Surrealist filmmaker 
Humphrey Jennings, MO was created in 1937 to collect data on the everyday life of people from 
different socio-economic classes around the country. Like the BTO, MO was driven by networks 
of amateur, volunteer observers, and for both, instruction sheets and record cards became core 
aspects of their methodologies of public data collection.35 The connections between the local and 
the national defines this organization, which began as an amalgamation of two projects that were 
ideologically linked, but that employed different techniques of information-gathering. The first, 
the Worktown Project, was undertaken by Harrisson and a team of investigators in Bolton, and 
LWFRQFHUQHGWKHGLUHFWREVHUYDWLRQDQGUHFRUGLQJRISHRSOH·VEHKDYLRXUDQGFRQYHUVDWLRQVLQ
public vHQXHVDQGHYHQWV7KHVHFRQGWKH´1DWLRQDO3DQHOµUHFUXLWHGREVHUYHUVIURPDURXQG
Britain through newspaper and radio advertisements, and it assembled diaries and open-ended 
TXHVWLRQQDLUHVRU´GD\UHSRUWVµRQWKHTXRWLGLDQGHWDLOVRIHYHU\GD\OLIHIURPYolunteers. 
Believing that the personal and the social shaped each other in fundamental ways, MO wavered 
uneasily between democratic and autocratic compulsions: between the impulse to represent 
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contradiction, the messy empirical reality of everyday life, and the need to present a synthesising 
or generalizing perspective to emphasise the coherence of this heterogeneity. Its subject, and the 
title of one of its first publications, was nothing less than Britain by Mass Observation (1939).36  
*LYHQRQH·VIRFXVRQ the avian and the other on the human and social, the BTO and 
MO were fundamentally different institutions of observation. It is beyond the remit of this essay 
to document their full histories, which are very complex to say the least, and which have been 
undertaken elsewhere.37 But they are linked in their methodologies of field observation³in 
´WKHLUVWUHVVRQFORVHGHWDFKPHQWWKHLUDVVHVVPHQWRIRUJDQLVPVLQWKHLURZQHQYLURQPHQWµ³
and in their commitment to apprehending local geographies with a view to understanding their 
broader resonances.38 They also share a politics of egalitarianism. Professionals and amateurs 
DOLNHZHUHZHOFRPHGLQWRWKH%72DVDQ\´ILWDQGSURSHUSHUVRQRIJRRGEHKDYLRXUµZLWKDQ
interest in birds could be an observer39. Meanwhile, MO made persistent claims to openness and 
VRFLDOKHWHURJHQHLW\E\OHWWLQJWKH´SHRSOHVSHDNIRUWKHPVHOYHVµDWDJOLQHWKDWDSSHDUHGPRUH
WKDQRQFHLQWKHLUSURPRWLRQVPDWHULDODQGE\VWULYLQJ´WRPDNHWKHNQRZOHGJHRI¶ZKRZHDUH·
no longer the preserve of ¶WKHVFLHQWLILFVSHFLDOLVWVPRVWRIZKRVHOLYHVDUHVSHQWLQODERUDWRULHV
DQGOHFWXUHURRPV·µ40³though as a project founded and managed by the public-school-educated, 
upper-middle classes, it could never fully escape charges of socio-economic voyeurism or of 
H[RWLFLVLQJWKH´PDVVµ41  
Furthermore, there are clear historical synergies between the two. From the beginning, 
MO borrowed heavily from science, especially from bird-watching, and Julian Huxley wrote in 
KLVIRUHZRUGWR02·VLQLWLDOSDPSKOHWWKDW the organizDWLRQ·VZRUN´PD\EHFRPSDUHGZLWK
a great deal of bird-ZDWFKLQJDQGQDWXUDOKLVWRU\REVHUYDWLRQµ42 Similarly, Harrisson described 
0DVV2EVHUYHUVDV´DSSURDFKLQJWKHVWXG\RI%ULWRQVUDWKHUDVLIWKH\ZHUHELUGVHPSKDVLVLQJ
seen behaviour or oYHUKHDUGFRQYHUVDWLRQVµ43 He had an early background in ornithology before 
he became an anthropologist, and he helped Nicholson to recruit and coordinate observers for 
the bird census in the early thirties.44 Harrisson would continue to invoke bird-watching by way 
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of comparison during his involvement with MO; in a 1942 article for the Sociological Review, for 
example, he returned to his bird-watching experiences in Harrow to illustrate his own points 
about British social hierarchies.45 
A bourgeois writer who ZDQWHG´WRVHHIRU>KLP@VHOIKRZE\IDUWKHJUHDWHVWQXPEHUOLYH
LQ(QJODQGµ*UHHQWRRFDQEHVDLGWRREVHUYHHYHU\GD\OLIHZLWK´FORVHGHWDFKPHQWµ46 
6\PSDWKHWLFWRDQGIDVFLQDWHGZLWKWKHZRUNLQJFODVVKHHQJDJHGLQ´DGRXEOHJHVWXUHRI
association and GLVDYRZDOµRQHWKDWDOVRGHILQHVKLVUHODWLRQVKLSWRWKHHSLVWHPRORJLHVRI
interwar cultures of observation, which he found promising but eventually inadequate for 
visualising social life.47 7REHVXUHKLVPRWLYDWLRQIRUZRUNLQJLQKLVIDWKHU·VIRXQGU\ZDs to 
FRQGXFWKLVRZQ´HWKQRJUDSKLFILHOGZRUNµDQGKHVKDUHGWKHLQWHUHVWLQFUHDWLQJDZLGHUVRFLDO
portrait out of the local. In the same way that new ornithology elevated the observation of birds 
to a living archive of national heritage, and in the same way that MO, spurred by the national 
FULVLVRI(GZDUG9,,,·VDEGLFDWLRQFUHDWHGVXUYH\VWRXQGHUVWDQGWKHPXWXDOLPSDFWEHWZHHQWKH
ORFDODQGWKHQDWLRQDOWRFUHDWHDQ´DQWKURSRORJLFDOVWXG\RIRXURZQVLWXDWLRQµ*UHHQ·VZRUNLQ
the late twenties focuseVRQWKH´2WKHUµQDWLRQWRUHODWHLWWRKLVRZQ48 
And yet, by the late thirties, his understanding of observation would change. The 
interregnum saw the collapse of British industry, the rise of fascism in Europe, and impending 
world war. The confusion between bird and plane, and fears of the bomber, would unravel 
DJDLQVWWKHHSLVWHPRORJLFDOODFXQDHRIWKH´VKDSHRIWKLQJVWRFRPHµWRTXRWHIURPWKHWLWOHRI
+*:HOOV·YHU\ZDU-anxious book (1933). In addition to psychological debilitation (over four 
millLRQFDVHVZHUHH[SHFWHGLQWKHILUVWVL[PRQWKVRIFRQIOLFWZDU·VHIIHFWVRQFODVVDQGVRFLDO
structure were a particular worry.49 While some believed that morale could be determined by 
´FODVV>DQG@WRDJUHDWHUH[WHQW>E\@WKHGHQVLW\RIWKHSRSXODWLRQµ in various parts of the 
FRXQWU\RWKHUVOLNHSURPLQHQWSV\FKLDWULVW0DXULFH:ULJKWSHUFHLYHGWKDWD´ZDUGLUHFWHG
DJDLQVWDFLYLOLDQSRSXODWLRQH[HPSWVQRRQHH[FOXGHVQRRQHµ50 Quoting from Tom Jeffery, 
%X]DUGUHPDUNV´>7@KHVRFLDOFULVLVLQ%ULWDLQbetween 1936 and 1939 differed from those earlier 
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VSDVPVRIWRDQGWRLQWKDWLWZDVIHOWDV¶DIIHFWLQJDOOFODVVHVZLWKHTXDO
LQWHQVLW\·DV¶FKDUDFWHULVHGQRWE\FODVVFRQIOLFWEXWE\DIHOWQHHGIRUQDWLRQDOXQLW\·µ51 Thus by 
1940, the Times argued that the war exposed inequities not only abroad but at home, and that a 
new social order³RQHWKDW´FDQQRWEHEDVHGRQWKHSUHVHUYDWLRQRISULYLOHJHZKHWKHUWKH
SULYLOHJHEHWKDWRIDFRXQWU\RIDFODVVRURIDQLQGLYLGXDOµ³is needed.52 This idea would both 
appeal to and trouble those from more privileged backgrounds, including Green, for whom 
taxation³one of the suggested methods of financing the war effort³would especially take a 
toll.53 
Contextualized thus, interwar cultures of observation like new ornithology and social 
DQWKURSRORJ\VHHPQRVWDOJLFDQGHYHQHOHJLDFFRPLQJLQWRIRUPDWLRQIRUVWXG\LQJZKDW´PDNHVµ
Britain at a time when the country was on the verge of tumultuous, unknowable, change. This 
was part of the overall cultural interest in auto-HWKQRJUDSK\DQGSDUWRIWKH´DQWKURSRORJLFDO
WXUQµZKLFKVDZWKH´UHSDWULDWLRQµRIFRORQLDODQWKURSRORJ\IRUDQDO\VLQJOLIHDWKRPH54 
$FFRUGLQJWR-HG(VW\·VIDPLOLDUDUJXPHQWWKHWKLUWLHVZHUHFKDUDFWHULVHGE\WKH´GLVFXUVLYH
process by which English intellectuals translated the end of empire into a resurgent concept of 
QDWLRQDOFXOWXUHµDQGWKLVLQYHUVLRQLVQRWXQUHODWHGWRWKHFRQVSLFXRXVIRFXVRQXQGHUVWDQGLQJ
England and Britain, both as geographies and as socio-political concepts and constructs.55 
Certainly, one can and should challenge this thesis, and there was a strain of writers at this time 
whose literary and geopolitical agendas were far from nationally parochial, and who were 
markedly internationalist and pacifist.56 However, GreHQ·VDPELYDOHQWSROLWLFVSUHVHQWDSUREOHP
in this regard. He himself admitted that he wrote ´ZLWKRXWKROGLQJDQ\SROLWLFDOYLHZVµDQGKLV
FRPSOLFDWHGSRVLWLRQPDNHVKLPLQ0DULQD0DF.D\·VDVVHVVPHQWD´WKURZEDFNWR7RU\
UDGLFDOLVPµ57  
Against the backdrop of the Spanish Civil War, the Second Sino-Japanese War, and the 
New Deal in the United States, not to mention the abdication crisis in Britain in the thirties, 
anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski stated that he valued MO for its essential humanism. In his 
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DIWHUZRUGWR02·VERRN)LUVW<HDU·V:RUN-38 KHZURWH02LV´DXVHIXOLQVWUXPHQW
of scientific research, but [it] may [also] become an extremely important practical contribution to 
the maintenance of human civilisation where it still survLYHVµ58 What he wrote of his earlier 
DQWKURSRORJ\LQDOVRWDNHVRQGRXEOHGPHDQLQJ´-XVWQRZZKHQWKHPHWKRGVDQGDLPVRI
VFLHQWLILFILHOGHWKQRORJ\KDYHWDNHQVKDSH«WKHVHGLHDZD\XQGHURXUYHU\H\HVµ 59 The pursuit 
of auto-ethnographic knowledge as it was slipping away and changing, even while being 
REVHUYHGLVDVWRU\WKDW*UHHQ·VSLJHRQVLQGH[EHWZHHQDQG 
 
¶SLJHRQKDYHDQLUULWDWLQJNQDFNRIKRPLQJ·IURPLiving to Party Going 
 
$OWKRXJKWKHDSSHDUDQFHRIELUGVLQ*UHHQ·VZRUNKDVEHHQ much remarked, he had a lifelong 
fascination with pigeons in particular.60 One of the fields in the area beyond the garden of his 
childhood family home was called Pigeonhouse Field, named for the many birds that flew in and 
out of the trees.61 His interest continued throughout his schooldays, where his hobbies included 
keeping caterpillars and watching homing pigeons around Sevenoaks, and it persisted to his time 
DW2[IRUG8QLYHUVLW\ZKLFKKHOHIWHDUO\WRZRUNDWKLVIDWKHU·V%LUPLQJKDPIDFWRU\$VHOI-
proFODLPHG´PRXWKEUHDWKHUZLWKDVLOYHUVSRRQµKHZDQWHGWROHDUQWKHIDPLO\EXVLQHVVEXWKH
DGPLWWHGWKDWWKLVZDVDOVRDQWKURSRORJLFDOILHOGZRUN´,ZDQWEDGO\WRZULWHDQRYHODERXW
ZRUNLQJPHQµ62 Applying himself assiduously to studying and rendering the habits of factory 
ZRUNHUV*UHHQ´WRRND%DO]DFLDQUHOLVKLQGRPHVWLFPLQXWLDHRIKDLUFUHDPSLJHRQVEDELHVWKH
JHRPHWU\RIZDVKLQJRQDOLQHDVZHOODVWKHODQJXDJHRIWKHSHRSOHKHOLYHGDQGZRUNHGZLWKµ
Jeremy Treglown notes in his biography.63 In his private notebooks, Green copied down the 
idioms and speech rhythms of the working class, and he was deeply interested in racing pigeons, 
both as a bird and as a pastime that he had taken up with his new co-workers.64 In Spring 1928, 
Green went on a business trip with his father, travelling from New York t
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New Orleans. On board, flocks of migrating birds travelled with them, and this became a core 
image of his second novel, Living.65 
 The image of roosting racing pigeons, which he had observed in Birmingham, grounds 
KLVWH[WHTXDOO\DQGWKLVLVDQDWXUDOLVWLFHOHPHQWRI*UHHQ·VOLWHUDU\HWKQRJUDSK\$OWKRXJK
interwar bird-watching was primarily understood as a rural activity, while pigeon racing was a 
largely urban pastime, the latter represented and cultivated particular understandings of social (in 
this case, working-FODVVLGHQWLW\,QWKH,QWHUQDWLRQDO3LJHRQ%RDUGVWDWHGWKDW´>W@KHJUHDW
majority of the Union affiliated to the Board (some 120,000 in number) are working men, who 
tDNHDYHU\JUHDWLQWHUHVWLQWKHLUVSRUWµRQHWKDWKHOSHGWRIRVWHUDQGVWUHQJWKHQFRPPXQLWLHVRI
working-class enthusiasts.66 7KHUHIRUHZKLOH´WKHRYHUZKHOPLQJFRQFHQWUDWLRQRISLJHRQ
keeping in urban areas suggests that its appeal may have been particularly salient for men 
GLVFRQQHFWHGIURPQDWXUHµ0DUWLQ-RKQHVZULWHV´>L@WZDVQRWDQLQVWLQFWLYHQHHGIRUQDWXUHWKDW
underpinned pigeon racing but the more social desires for solitude, sociability, status and 
LQWHOOHFWXDOUHZDUGVµ67 Breeders even projected their own values onto their birds, taking pride in 
ZKDWWKH\FODLPHGWREHWKHSLJHRQV·´ZRQGHUIXOFRXUDJHDQGVWDPLQDµ68 
Given such evocative weight, it should come as no surprise that, at its publication, Living 
ZDVUHFHLYHGDV´DZRUNWKDWFRPELQHGthe detachment of anthropology with an intense kind of 
SRHWU\µDQGSRHWLFDQWKURSRORJ\FKDUDFWHULVHVQRWRQO\WKHODQJXDJHDQGGLDOHFWRIWKHZRUNLQJ
class, but the idea of the pigeon that Green found so essential to his experience in Birmingham.69 
For revLHZHUVWKHLPDJHU\RISLJHRQVZDVLQWHJUDOWRWKHQRYHO·V´WUXWKIXOµGHSLFWLRQRI
working-class life, and the novel is still widely seen to have anticipated by a few years the social-
realist novels that came to typify the thirties proper. The desire for rHSUHVHQWLQJWKH´2WKHUµ
nation is one in which Green appears to indulge, and the overall result is an endearingly ordinary 
and uneventful portrait of Birmingham. In Living, people go to and from work, fight and 
reconcile, court and get married, attempt to leave town but come home. The most unremarkable 
activities are detailed, such as a person taking a meal or picking his nose. The novel is 
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REVHUYDWLRQDOLQIOHVKLQJRXWWKHFKDUDFWHUV·UHODWLRQVKLSVWRWKHFRPPXQLW\RI%ULGHVOH\DQG
Green does so in his typically detached style, as characters are presented without hierarchization. 
Incursions into deep interiority are minimal; the focus is on what people say and what they do, as 
in this opening scene: 
 
Bridesley, Birmingham. 
7ZRR·FORFN7KRXVDQGVFDPHEDFNfrom dinner along streets. 
¶:KDWZHZDQWLVJRSXVK·VDLGZRUNVPDQDJHUWRVRQRI0U'XSUHW¶:KDW,VD\
to them is³OHW·VJHWRQZLWKLWOHW·VJHWWKHVWXIIRXW· 
Thousands came back to factories they worked in from their dinners. 
¶,·PDOZD\VDWWKHPEXWWKH\NQRZPH7KH\NQRZ,·PDIDWKHUDQGPRWKHUWR
WKHP,IWKH\·UHLQWURXEOHWKH\·YHEXWWRFRPHWRPH$QGWKH\WXUQRXWEHDXWLIXOZRUN
EHDXWLIXOZRUN,·GGRDQ\WKLQJIRU¶HPDQGWKH\NQRZLW· 
Noise of lathes working began again in this factory. Hundreds went along road 
outside, men and girls. Some turned in to Dupret factory.70 
 
Most of the novel is written in this way, with an emphasis on sparse presentation. The 
perspectival oscillation between the distant and the near, the aerial and the grounded, helps to 
GULYHKRPHWKHLPSOLFLWGLRUDPDRIWKHQDUUDWLYHWKHZD\WKDW'XSUHWDQGWKH´WKRXVDQGVµUHODWH
to Bridesley and to Living more generally. Treglown has suggested that Green was influenced by 
nineteenth-century French fiction at this time, not RQO\E\=ROD·VVRFLRORJLFDODPELWLRQVEXWE\
WKHZD\WKHODWWHU´UHFRUG>HG@¶VFLHQWLILFDOO\·WKHSURVDLFGHWDLOVRIHYHU\GD\OLIHDQGWKHVWUXFWXUHV
RIFODVVDQGSRZHUWKH\H[SUHVVHGµ71 Certainly, in drawing together the ordinary details of 
working and domHVWLFOLIH*UHHQ·V%LUPLQJKDPKDVDQLQFLSLHQW´:RUNWRZQµIHHOWRLW 
*UHHQ·VRVFLOODWRU\VW\OHLVQRWMXVWYLVXDOEXWVRFLR-economic, and the scene that 
immediately follows takes place on the factory floor. Alternating between the working and upper 
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classes, though focusing more on the former than the latter, the narrative evokes the kind of 
cross-class montage that became prominent in 1930s documentary film. Lara Feigel has 
VXJJHVWHGWKDWPRQWDJH·V´MHUN\PRYHPHQWIURPRQHVKRWWRWKHQH[W«IRUF>HV@DPore active 
SURFHVVRIYLHZLQJDQGERGLO\LGHQWLILFDWLRQZKLFKQHFHVVLWDWHVDQDO\VLVµRIZKDWLVVHHQDQGE\
extension, of social hegemonies.72 But in doing so, Living implies social cohesion. As Buzard 
ZULWHV´WKHERXUJHRLVVRFLDOUHVHDUFKHU·VHIIRUWVWRunderstand the culture of that Other Nation 
would be carried on with the ultimate purpose of subsuming that culture within the national wholeµ73 The 
lofty narrative perspective in Living undertakes a comparable kind of subsumption, and social 
unity is further suggested by the narrative parity between characters. The novel is as much about 
WKHIDFWRU\RZQHU·VVRQ'LFN'XSUHWDVLWLVDERXWWKHZRUNLQJ-class Lily Gates, both of whom 
DUHPLUURUHGLQWKHLUDWWHPSWVWREUHDNDZD\IURPWKHLUSDUHQWV·LQIOXHQFHDQd in their mutual 
entanglement in different love triangles. 
7KHQRYHO·VFLQHPDWLFDHVWKHWLFVDOVRDQWLFLSDWHWKHZD\WKDWWKHDHULDOYLHZZRXOGEH
appropriated in the early thirties for visualising social totality.74 The early thirties poetry of W. H. 
Auden in particular, who was an admirer of Green, addresses the nation from this high vantage 
point³WKRXJKLWLVWHOOLQJWKDWKLVHPEOHPDWLFSRHPVWDWLQJ´/RRNVWUDQJHUDWWKLVLVODQGQRZµ
refers to the Isle of Wight before Great Britain as a whole, therefore emphasising the regional 
underpinning the national.75 In another, more famous poem that opens with the aerial view, the 
speaker looks down at the tea parties of the idle rich as well as the landscapes of industrial 
England from up above to suggest both national totality as well as social and geographical 
variety: 
 
Consider this and in our time 
As the hawk sees it or the helmeted airman: 
The clouds rift suddenly³look there 
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At cigarette-end smouldering on a border 
At the first garden party of the year. 
« 
Join there the insufficient units 
Dangerous, easy, in furs, in uniform 
And constellated at reserved tables 
Supplied with feelings by an efficient band 
Relayed elsewhere to farmers and their dogs 
Sitting in kitchens in the stormy fens.76 
 
Although the disdain IRUVRFLDOSULYLOHJHLQWKLVSRHPLVKHOGLQWHQVLRQZLWKWKHVSHDNHU·VDHULDO
perspective³KHUHPDLQVGHWDFKHGIURPKLVVXEMHFWVDQGLVDEOHWRORRN´GRZQµDWDOORI
(QJODQGDQGH[KRUWWKHUHDGHU´VXSUHPH$QWDJRQLVWµDQGILQDQFLHUWR´ORRNµ´SDVVRQµ
´MRLQµ´PRELOLVHµ³the rhetoric is not exactly that of unchanging imperative apostrophe. The 
viewpoint changes quickly as the speaker then sees from inside the Sports Hotel, rather than 
IURPXSDERYH$QGZKLOHWKHOLQHV·´SHUVLVWHQWGHILQLWHQHVVRIDUWLFOes signals epistemological 
DQGKHUPHQHXWLFDOPDVWHU\µWKHSRHPJRHVRQWRHPSKDVLVHWKHUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQGLIIHUHQW
localities and regions (including Cornwall, Mendip, and the Pennines) such that Auden 
underscores the complexity and elusiveness underpinning any representation of social totality.77  
Living·VQDUUDWRUDOVRPDLQWDLQVDpanoramic perspective overall, but he makes occasional, 
HFFHQWULFRXWEXUVWVDERXWKLVLQDELOLW\WRFRPSUHKHQGRUKHOSKLVFKDUDFWHUV´([SODQDWLRQNLOOV
OLIHµ*UHHQRQFHVWDted, and his writing is consistently committed to affirming the opacity of 
human psychology.78 However, in the same way that interwar bird-watching emphasised both the 
aerial and the grounded views, where the macro-level mapping of bird locations and movements 
FRUURERUDWHGQRWHVWDNHQIURPRQH·VEDFNJDUGHQWKHQRYHO·VXVHRISHUVSHFWLYHFRQWLQXHVWR
DGYDQFHDSDUWLFXODUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHZRUNLQJFODVVWKURXJKWKHZRUP·V-eye view. In scenes 
 17 
of Lily looking up and seeing flocks of pigeons passing by, for instance, Green suggests that she 
and others desire to escape working-class life, but that it is impossible for them to divest their 
familial and geographical roots. Birds represent the group identity from which Lily wants to fly 
away, but to which she is always tied. Like homing pigeons that fly long distances and that are 
trained to come home, she inevitably returns to her own aviary and flock; her attempt to 
immigrate to Canada takes her no further than Liverpool, where she is forced to return to her 
grandfather figure Craigan at the Birmingham factory after her boyfriend unceremoniously leaves 
KHUZKHQKHIDLOVWRILQGKLVRZQSDUHQWV´$V«WKHKRXVHZLYHVRQD6XQGD\ZLOOJRRXWLQWKHLU
aprons, carrying a pigeon and throw this one up and it will climb in spirals up in the air, then 
when it has reached a sufficient height it will drop down plumb into the apron she holds out for 
LWVR0LVV*DWHVLQKHUWKRXJKWV«ZDVDOZD\VFRPLQJEXPSEDFNDJDLQWR0U&UDLJDQµ
Compelled to return home by the gravity of her attachments, Lily exemplifies the ambivalent way 
LQZKLFK*UHHQ·VFKDUDFWHULVDWLRQRIWKHZRUNLQJFODVVVXJJHVWV´DOLNLQJIRUWKHFXOWXUDO
specificities of class difference [that] becomes almost tautologically compatible with an interest in 
theLUSHUSHWXDWLRQµWRERUURZIURP0DF.D\·VSKUDVH79 The immobility of Lily, Mrs. Eames, and 
WKH´KRXVHZLYHVµDUHGHWHUPLQLVWLFDOO\JURXQGHGLQDQGWKURXJKSLJHRQLPDJHU\ 
Given that Living was composed a few years after the General Strike of 1926 and during 
WKHODWHQWVWDJHVRIWKH*UHDW'HSUHVVLRQHYHQWVWKDWDXJXUHGWRUHGHILQHWKHQDWLRQ·VSUHYLRXVO\
VWUDWLILHGFODVVLGHQWLWLHV*UHHQ·VHWKQRJUDSK\RI%LUPLQJKDPOLIHVHHPVLQHYLWDEO\EHODWHG2Q
one hand, the novel does seem to imply that some socio-economic upheaval is imminent and in 
order: the continuous alternation between the middle and lower classes in the narrative suggests 
fluidity and interpenetration. This is bolstered by the image of the hole-ridden factory roof and 
windows which allow the sparrows to invade the building; the workers feed them crumbs and 
EHWRQWKHPDQGWKH\EHFRPHWKHREMHFWVRIDQRWKHUNLQGRIELUGIDQF\LQJ´><@RXFDQ·WVWRSLW
<RXFDQ·WNHHSWKHVSDUURZVRXWµWKHZRUNVPDQDJHUFRPSODLQV´,·YHKDGDPDQRQWKHURRI
three ZHHNVQRZSDWFKLQJKROHVWKH\FRPHLQE\%XWWKH\ILQGDZD\µ+LVUHPDUNV
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VXJJHVWWKHZRUNHUV·GHWHUPLQDWLRQDQGDPELWLRQVIRUSXUVXLQJWKHLURZQSDWKVEH\RQGZKDWLV
expected of them or prescribed.  
2QWKHRWKHUKDQG*UHHQ·VWUHDWPHQWRIWKHZRUking classes appear predictable and 
limited. Even the noveO·VVW\OHRIRPLWWLQJDUWLFOHV, the lack of a, this, that, the, which would 
VXJJHVWWKHRSSRVLWHRI´KHUPHQHXWLFDOPDVWHU\µLVSDUWRIDVSHFLILFGHVLJQ1RWRQO\KDV*UHHQ
suggested that these quirks DUHZD\VWRPDNHWKHODQJXDJHPRUH´WDXWDQGVSDUH«WRILWWKH
SUROHWDULDQOLIH,ZDVOHDGLQJµDVH[DPSOHVOLNH´LWPLJKWEHIORFNRISLJHRQVIO\LQJLQWKHVN\µ
DQG´6SDUURZVIOHZE\EHOWVWKDWUDQIURPODWKHVRQIORRUXSWRVKDIWLQJDERYHE\VN\OLJKWVµ
show, they enable textual re-enactments of the tension between the particular and the generic, 
between the individual and the collective: themes which are at the heart of Living·VSRUWUD\DORI
the working class (340, 208).80 The syncopated grammar and chiasmic use of singular and plural 
UHLQIRUFHWKHLGHDRISXOOLQJDJDLQVWRQH·VURRWVDVXEMHFWWKDWLVDOVRVLJQSRVWHGE\WKHUH-
DSSHDUDQFHRIWKHQRYHO·VHSLJUDSKDWWKHHQG´$VWKHVHELUGVZRXOGJRZKHUHVRZKHUHZRXOG
WKLVFKLOGJR"µ7KHVW\OHFRXOGHYHQEHVDLGWRUHYHDO*UHHQ·VRZQHGXFDWHGEDFNJURXQG
As Auden noted in his review of the book, Living LQYROYHV´>W@KHXVHRIUHSRUWHGVSHHFKDVLQWKH
later George Moore, and the omission of the definite article as in Anglo-6D[RQSRHWU\µ³the 
latter being a subject that both he and Green studied at Oxford.81 
%XWLI´SLJHRQKDYHDQLUULWDWLQJNQDFNRIKRPLQJVRRXUWKRXJKWVDUHFRPLQJEDFNµDV
Craigan says, and if we are to do some textual bird-watching of our own, what are we to make of 
the pigeon that reappears ten years later in a train station, in Party Going (369)? Compare the 
opening of the latter text with the former:  
 
Fog was so dense, bird that had been disturbed went flat into a balustrade and 
slowly fell, dead, at her feet. 
There it lay and Miss Fellowes looked up to where that pall of fog was twenty 
foot above and out of which it had fallen over once. She bent down and took a wing 
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then entered a tunnel in front of her, and this had DEPARTURES lit up over it, carrying 
her dead pigeon. (384) 
 
%HJLQQLQJZLWKWKHJURXQGHGUDWKHUWKDQWKHDHULDOYLHZ*UHHQ·VQRYHOIRUHJURXQGV
unknowingness and ambiguity. Instead of locating the plot and characters within a specifiable 
geography, the setting is a train station whose locale is not disclosed until later. Where the lack of 
articles in Living resonates with its themes, the same style here is insistently impervious to 
LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ:KLFKIRJ":KLFKELUG"3OXPELQJGRZQQRWLQWRDQDSURQEXWWR0LVV)HOORZHV·
feet, the pigeon was disturbed by an untold phenomenon; the lack of clarity carries over to Miss 
)HOORZHV·DFWLRQVDVVKHLQH[SOLFDEO\FKRRVHVWRZDVKWKHSLJHRQ·VERG\DQGWRFDUU\it around 
with her in a brown paper bag for the rest of the novel. When soon after, she falls deathly ill, the 
cause is again not clear: it may or may not have to do with the pigeon, and it may or may not 
have to do with the cruel neglect of her niece, whom she had come to see off with the other 
members of her coterie of bright young things. Where pigeons have a history of being message-
bearers, this one carries too many, or none at all. 
The subject of Party Going could not be more different to Living because it turns to the 
XUEDQULFKLGOHDQGDSROLWLFDOLQVWHDGRID´SUROHWDULDWµFDVW6XSHUILFLDOO\DWOHDVWParty Going is 
about a group of characters going on holiday to the south of France, only to be caught in the 
WLWXODUJHUXQGEHFDXVHWKHIRJKDVVXVSHQGHGDOOWUDLQV)RUDWH[WFRQFHUQHGZLWK´WKHQHXURWLF
anxieties and erotic manoeuvrings of a few conspicuously spoiled, silly young rich waiting for 
WUDLQµLQ-RKQ8SGLNH·VVXPPDU\Party Going has generated the most erudite literary critiques 
out of any Green novel.82 Where mundanity and banality were taken as aspects of the 
´WUXWKIXOQHVVµRILiving·VHWKQRJUDSK\, the obscurity and mocking triviality of Party Going 
GHPDQGH[SODQDWLRQ,QGHHG*UHHQ·VERRNZKLFKKHODERXUHGRYHUIRUPRVWRIWKHWKLUWLHVWKH
QRYHOHQGVZLWKWKHVLJQDWXUH´/RQGRQ-µLVPRVWRIWHQUHDGDVDUHFXUVLYHWUHDWPHQW
not of thirties documentary realism, but of high modernism. Taking place over the course of a 
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single day, it appears to share affinities with one-day city texts like Ulysses (1922) and Mrs Dalloway 
(1925). Suggesting limbo and purgatory, the train station, according to Frank Kermode, is an 
KRPDJHWR76(OLRW·VThe Waste Land ´GHDWK·VGUHDPNLQJGRPWKLVFRQFRXUVHWKLV
SODFHRIGHSDUWXUHV«LQWKHXQUHDO&LW\RI/RQGRQIXOORIFRPPXWHUVEURWKHUVDQGVLVWHUVRI
that crowd that flows over London Bridge at nine and back at five-thirty: I had not thought 
GHDWKKDGXQGRQHVRPDQ\µ83 
7KHNH\GLIIHUHQFHEHWZHHQ*UHHQ·VWH[WDQGWKRVHRIKLVKLJKPRGHUQLVWSUHGHFHVVRUV
of course, is that the image of death, and of sudden death from above in particular, has very 
specific connotations in 1939, two years after the aerial bombing of Guernica. That Miss 
)HOORZHV·GHDWKO\LOOQHVVLVLQIOLFWHGE\KHURZQPDFDEUHSUHRFFXSDWLRQVRUE\RWKHUV·
mistreatment, is especially instructive: the non-physical impacts of aerial bombardment, such as 
psychological debilitation and societal disorder, were key concerns of air power theorists like 
Basil Liddell Hart. Nevertheless, while UHFHQWVFKRODUVKLSKDVPDGHPXFKRIWKHDHULDOYLHZ·V
relationship to totalitarianism and to aerial warfare, these need to be understood within its more 
fundamental connection to the politics of knowledge capture.84 From at least the desert warfare 
of the First World War, where aerial survey saw the marked application of scientific expertise to 
waging war, the aerial view became a tool for the manipulation or maintenance of hierarchy and 
SRZHUWKLVFRQWLQXHGLQWKHIRUPRIFRORQLDODGPLQLVWUDWLRQDQG´SROLFLQJµLQWKHLPPHGLDWH
years after.85 What is so terrifying about the aerial view is not simply the fact that it acted as a 
VKRUWKDQGIRUWKHXVHRIDHULDOERPEDUGPHQWEXWWKDWLWVXJJHVWHGRQH·VDWWDLQPHQWRIVLJKWDQG
NQRZOHGJHDWWKHH[SHQVHDQGGHSULYDWLRQRIDQRWKHU·V$QGWKHUHLVQRJUHDWHUFRQWUDVWWKDQ
WKDWEHWZHHQWKHERPEHU·VGRPLQHHULQJSHUVSHFWLYe from the air and the spatial and temporal 
lacuna experienced by the air-raid victim who cannot know when or where violence will strike. 
Party Going is therefore both opaque and impenetrable on one level, and over-determined 
and ostentatious on another. The novel is infused with foreboding air-anxiety. The walls of the 
train station hotel are adorned with pictures of Nero fiddling while Rome burns, suggesting the 
 21 
location as a holding space for a certain apocalypse to come. There are repeated references to 
VODXJKWHUKRXVHV´$ERXWWKLVEHDVWO\WUDLQ,FDQ·WLPDJLQHZK\WKH\DUHNHHSLQJXVKHUHOLNHVKHHS
LQDPDUNHWµ$QWLFLSDWLQJRUSURYLGLQJWKHLQVSLUDWLRQIRU&\ULO&RQQROO\·V´&RPPHQWµLQ
the first issue of Horizon in 1940³´$WWKHPRPHQWFLYLOLVDWLon is on the operating table, and we 
VLWLQWKHZDLWLQJURRPµ³RQHRIWKHSDUW\JRHUV-XOLD´WKRXJKWLW>WKHVWDWLRQ@ZDVOLNHDQ
HQRUPRXVGRFWRU·VZDLWLQJURRPDQGWKDWLWZRXOGEHOLNHWKDWZKHQWKH\ZHUHDOOGHDGDQG
ZDLWLQJDWWKHJDWHVµ86 ´0\GDUOLQJP\GDUOLQJµVKHVD\V´LQWKLVDZIXOSODFH,ZRQGHUHG
LIZHZHUHQ·WDOOGHDGUHDOO\µLELG 
Fears of aerial violence fuel the upper-class characters·SUHMXGLFH ´$IWHUDOOµ-XOLD
UHDVRQV´RQHPXVWQRWKHDUWRRPDQ\FULHVIRUKHOSLQWKLVZRUOGµ; as if to illustrate the point, 
she marvels at the silence she imposes on her hotel room after forcing her windows shut (438). 
While the rich barricade themselves inside the terminus hotel behind steel doors, locking out the 
working-class commuters on the VWDWLRQIORRUWKHODWWHUOXGLFURXVO\FKDQW´:(:$17
75$,16µDQGSDUDQRLDPRXQWVDERXWWKHSRWHQWLDOYLROHQFHRIFROOHFWLYHK\VWHULDDPXFK-
discussed topic during the build-up to the war. 87 The stationmaster warns of the possible 
consequences of mass panic in a confined space, recalling an earlier incident of overcrowding in 
WKHVWDWLRQZKHQ´>I@LIW\-two had been injured and compensated and one of them was little 
Tommy Tucker, now in a school for cripples, only fourteen years of age, and to be supported all 
KLVOLIHDWWKHUDLOZD\FRPSDQ\·VH[SHQVHµ-7). Learning that an estimated thirty thousand are 
FXUUHQWO\LQWKHWUDLQVWDWLRQ-XOLDORRNVRXWWKHZLQGRZDWWKHFURZGEHORZDQGVD\V´,W·V
WHUULI\LQJ«,GLGQ·WNQRZWKHUHZHUHVRPDQ\SHRSOHLQWKHZRUOGµ:KHUHWKHDHULDOYLHZ
in Living VHUYHGWROLQNWRJHWKHUWKH´WKRXVDQGVµRIIDFWRU\ZRUNHUVWR%ULGHVOH\DQGWRHDFK
other, in Party GoingWKH´WKRXVDQGVRI6PLWKVWKRXVDQGVRI$OEHUWVKXQGUHGVRI0DU\VZRYHQ
WLJKWDVDQ\RIILFHFDUSHWµRQthe station floor represent, above all else, would-be victims of aerial 
ERPEDUGPHQW´:KDWWDUJHWV«ZKDWWDUJHWVIRUDERPEµDQDQRQ\PRXVRQORRNHUTXLSV 
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 Doubtless, fears of the undiscerning capabilities of the bomber relate to both its physical 
and societal effects. The conspicuous spatial separation between classes in the station reinforces 
WKHYHU\SUHFDULRXVQHVVDQGYXOQHUDELOLW\RIWKHSDUW\·VVRFLDOHOHYDWLRQDVWKH´PDVVµEHORZLQ
-XOLD·VH\HVWKUHDWHQWRRYHUUXQWKHKRWHODQGLPSHULOSKysically or financially, the rich. If 
$XGHQ·VDHULDOYLHZVXJJHVWHGWKHUDQJHDQGYDULHW\RI%ULWLVKVRFLHW\WKHQLQParty Going, it 
VXJJHVWVLWVVXVFHSWLELOLW\WRZDU·VLQGLVFULPLQDWHHIIHFWV7KHIRJDIWHUDOOKDV´VPXGJHGµ
everyone, and to recall StaQOH\%DOGZLQ·VGUDPDWLFSKUDVHQRPDWWHUZKRRUZKHUHRQHLV´7KH
ERPEHUZLOODOZD\VJHWWKURXJKµ88 While clearly representing death from the air, the other 
way that birds have been appearing in interwar cultural phenomenology³as reaffirmations of 
the nation, knowable through empirical fieldwork³is precisely what is under question.  
With domestic and international events presaging the shake-XSRI%ULWDLQ·VVRFLR-
economic landscape, the novel conveys a certainty of change matched only by the uncertainty of 
what that change looks like. The characters therefore spend an awful lot of time trying to read 
meaning into the inapprehensible, like Julia, who fusses relentlessly over her travelling charms, 
which symbolise, precisely, symbolism. And when she sees three seagulls on her way to the 
station, then remembers them as two seagulls, and then later again remembers them as two 
doves, finding the latter species the most comforting, we are aware that the details in the story, 
which would constitute textual metaphors or symbols in a novel like Living, are here always in 
flux. The only definable aspect of Party Going·VELUGVLVWKHLULQVLVWHQWRPLQRXVSUHVHQFHDQG
with them, the narrative creates an indecipherable referential mania with savage insouciance. 
AmaEHO·VXQH[SHFWHGSUHVHQFHDWWKHVWDWLRQLVFRPSDUHGWRKHUKDYLQJ´GURSSHGRXWRIWKH
VN\µ, and she is frequently described with bird-LPDJHU\KHUEUHDWKLQJOLNH´VRIWO\EHDWHQZLQJVµ
KHUVHGXFWLYHQHVVOLNHWKH´GDUNQHVVRI«SOXPHVµ502, 482). Birds also appear in off-handed 
FRPPHQWVZLWKRXWIROORZLQJXS´,IKHZDVDELUG«KHZRXOGQRWODVWORQJµ´*RRQLI
\RXOLNHDQGSLFNXSVRPHELUGDOLYHRUGHDGµ([SUHVVLRQVOLNH´NLOO>LQJ@WZRELUGVZLWK
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RQHVWRQHµWDNHRQDQDGGHGOD\HURIGDUNFRPHdy and menace as they appear jarringly out of 
context in the dialogue (477).  
8OWLPDWHO\LQWKH´HYHU\WKLQJXQH[SODLQHGµZRUOGRIParty Going·VLQGHILQLWHDUWLFOH-less 
fogs and birds, people are the primary subjects of epistemological opacity (384). Characters are 
so indistinguishable that they are referred to by multiple names (as with Evelyn and Evelyna), 
and so interchangeable that a lover does not even know to whom he is more attracted (does Max 
prefer Angela to Amabel or Julia to both?). They constantly fail to understand, or are afraid to 
WUXO\XQGHUVWDQGHDFKRWKHU·VPRWLYDWLRQVWKHRQO\WKLQJVFDULHUWKDQ0D[O\LQJWR-XOLDVKH
thinks, is if he was telling her the truth [413]). They do not even seem to understand themselves 
´¶:KDWGRZHNQRZDERXWDQ\RQH"·VDLG-XOLDWKLQNLQJRIKHUVHOIµ>@:KLOHLQRQHVHQVH
viewing the party and the crowd from the perspective of the helmeted airman, the reader of the 
novel is also placed in the grounded view of the Mass Observer. Rod Mengham has contrasted 
WKH0DVV2EVHUYHU·VYLHZDJDLQVWWKHKDZN·V-eye view, arguing that while both are interested in 
WKHSHUFHLYLQJRIVRFLDOUHDOLW\RQHLVDXWKRULWDULDQDQGSDQRSWLFZKLOHWKHRWKHULV´VKLIWLQJ
WUDQVLWRU\SDUWLDOµ89 $0DVV2EVHUYHU·VYLHZLVIUHTXHQWOy obscured by passers-by and traffic, 
0HQJKDPZULWHVDQGODFNLQJWKHDLUPDQ·V´SRVLWLRQRIVXSUHPHDGYDQWDJHµLWFDQQRW´GRPLQDWH
LPDJLQDWLYHO\DJLYHQODQGVFDSHDQGUHGXFHLWWRRUGHUµ90 8QOLNHWKH´SRHWLFDQWKURSRORJ\µRI
Living, in Party Going, we are given information but not quite the message, more poetry and less 
anthropology.  
 
Pigeons aflame 
In his belief in the freedoms and possibilities accorded by the indeterminate and the irrelevant, 
UHJDUGOHVVRIRQH·VVRFLDOVWDQGLQJ*UHHQ·VRYHUDUFKLQJLGHology is not of a political but a 
philosophical kind. This concern undergirds most of his books, but the changing contexts of the 
interwar period, specifically, add a different tenor; his depictions of the quotidian and the 
everyday shift from suggesting literary naturalism to signifying profound changes in the modern 
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H[SHULHQFHDQGXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWRWDOZDU´>7@KHHYHU\GD\EHLQJDOZD\VEHIRUHZKDWDIILUPVLW
and yet incessantly re-FRQVWLWXWLQJLWVHOIEH\RQGDOOWKDWQHJDWHVLWµDV0DXULFH%ODQFKRWwrites, 
the idea of the everyday in Party Going is an idiom for an age defined by dread.91 
Later in the war, observation not as elegy but as mobilisation would characterise the 
home front. Organizations like the Air-Raid Precautions and the Home Guard tasked observers 
with looking out for signs of the enemy and the foreign other. Other pre-existing observational 
bodies adapted to war, such as the Meteorological (Met) Office, whose number of observing 
stations expanded rapidly in relation to the increasing demand for forecasts, particularly for 
DLUFUDIWRSHUDWLRQV7KH2EVHUYHU&RUSVFUHDWHGLQDIWHUWKH)LUVW:RUOG:DU·V=HSSHOLQ
bombing raids made air defence a priority, took on new visibility as an amateur organization 
engaging in the visual detection, identification, tracking, and reporting of aircraft over Great 
Britain.92 
For bodies of observation from the thirties like the BTO, observation was also perceived 
in terms of its wartime utility. The social and psychological benefits of scientific bird-watching, 
SUDLVHGIRUHQFRXUDJLQJ´FRQVWUXFWLYHDQGGHWDFKHGWKRXJKWµZRXOGE\EHVHHQWRIXUQLVK
LQGLYLGXDOVZLWKD´VRXQGFULWLFDOVSLULWµWRRIIVHWWKH´SULPLWLYHIHDUUHVSRQVHRIWKHPDVV
SRSXODWLRQµ)RU´>W@KHWKRXJKWRIWRWDOZDURIWRWDOGHVWUXFWLRn, deprives men of their power to 
WKLQNFOHDUO\DQGDFWVHQVLEO\µZURWHGRFWRUDQGSV\FKRORJLVW$00HHUORRLQTotal War and the 
Human Mind ´,IDOOWKHVHIDFWRUVDUHSUHVHQWPDVVIHDUFDQEHVRYLROHQWDVWRGLVRUJDQLVH
DZKROHFRXQWU\µ93 By October 1939, the council of the BTO recommended that members 
VKRXOGNHHSFDOPDQGFDUU\RQWKHLUDFWLYLWLHVZDUZRXOG´GLVRUJDQLVHµOLYHVEXW´PDQ\«ZRXOG
ILQGWLPHRIWHQPRUHWLPHWKDQXVXDOWRNHHSXSWKHLUREVHUYDWLRQVRQELUGVµ94 As Macdonald 
writes of wartime bird-ZDWFKLQJ´WKHFUHDWLRQRIRUJDQLVHGFLWL]HQ-scientists could be seen as 
legitimate war-ZRUNµ95 
Party Going seems to foreground its relationship to this changing culture of observation 
WKURXJKWKHFKDUDFWHUV·RZQREVHUYDWLRQVRIWKHPXFK-remarked mysterious man who lurks 
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about the station. Likened by critics to the red-KHDGHGVWUDQJHURI7KRPDV0DQQ·VDeath in 
Venice RUWR+HUPHVWKHJRGZKR´FRQGXFWVWKHGHDGWRWKHXQGHUZRUOGµWKHPDQLVD
cypher with an unrecognizable social identity: he adopts a variety of accents, from Yorkshire to 
Brummagen, to a vaguely-GHVFULEHG´HGXFDWHGYRLFHµDQGDVDVRUWRIFKDPHOHRQKHLVDEOHWR
pass in and out of the apparently impermeable terminus hotel (426).96 We know that it is not 
beyond Mass Observers to disguise their appearance or their accent to observe as 
LQFRQVSLFXRXVO\DVSRVVLEOH+DUULVVRQKLPVHOIDGPLWWHGWKDWKHSDVVHGDVD´QDWLYHµRQO\ZLWK
GLIILFXOW\DW%ROWRQSUHWHQGLQJWRFRPH´IURPDQRWKHUGLDOHFWDUHDRQO\DIHZPLOHVDZD\µWR 
MXVWLI\KLV´VR-FDOOHG2[IRUGDFFHQWµ97 ,IQRWD0DVV2EVHUYHU*UHHQ·VP\VWHULRXVILJXUHLV
FHUWDLQO\DVRFLDOREVHUYHURIVRPHNLQGEXWLQVWHDGRIPHUH´FORVHGHWDFKPHQWµKLVXQQHUYLQJ
presence suggests surveillance or control. Taking him for a hotel GHWHFWLYH$OH[FDXWLRQV´7KH\
ZRQ·WKDYHSHRSOHZHOOSHRSOHZKRDUHYHU\EDGLQKRWHOVµ 
Hence the other reason for Party Going·VIRUHERGLQJWRQH7RREVHUYHDIWHUDOOLVQRW
simply to see, spot, watch over, record, notice, or identify; it is also, to go back to the Latin 
observareWRIROORZUXOHVFRGHVUHJXODWLRQVDQGSUDFWLFHVWRFRQIRUPE\VHHLQJ´ZLWKLQD
SUHVFULEHGVHWRISRVVLELOLWLHVµZKHUHWKHREVHUYHU´LVHPEHGGHGLQDV\VWHPRIFRQYHQWLRQVDQG
OLPLWDWLRQVµ98 Harrisson long denied that his observers were class spies, but he might as well 
KDYHEHHQGHVFULELQJVHFUHWDJHQWVZKHQKHGHSLFWHGWKHW\SLFDO0DVV2EVHUYHUDV´DSDUWLFLSDQW
invisibly controlled and disciplined from outside, reporting continuously to head-TXDUWHUVµ99 
Although it did not engage in espionage, since the beginning, MO borrowed from the rhetoric of 
VS\LQJDVZLWK0DGJH·VDQG+DUULVVRQ·VXQLQWHQWLRQDOO\SDQRSWLFRQLFSKUDVH´WKHREVHUYDWLRQE\
HYHU\RQHRIHYHU\RQHLQFOXGLQJWKHPVHOYHVµRU0DOLQRZVNL·VGHVFULSWLon of the organization as 
D´QDWLRQ-ZLGHLQWHOOLJHQFHVHUYLFHµ100 As is now well known, the Ministry of Information 
became interested in MO after the latter gauged public reactions to the Munich crisis. After 
1940, MO would become involved with them and with the Naval Intelligence to help collect data 
on public morale, including responses to political leaders. More than ever, others saw the 
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organization as a network of snoops. The story of its transformation during war, as with the 
trajectory from Living to Party Going, traces the culture of collective observation as it negotiated 
with the muddled boundaries between surveyance and surveillance³a tension that already 
underpinned earlier developments in observatory practices and the aerial view.  
All this becomHVWKHEDFNVWRU\WR*UHHQ·VZDUWLPHQRYHOIROORZLQJIURPParty Going, 
Caught (1943). About unarticulated violence and repressed familial histories, the novel examines 
the relationship between the upper-class Richard Roe, who volunteers for the Auxiliary Fire 
Service, and the lower-FODVV5LFKDUG3\HWKHSURIHVVLRQDOILUHPDQZKRWUDLQVKLP´,WEULQJV
HYHU\RQHWRJHWKHUWKHUH·VWKDWPXFKWRDZDUµ5RHVD\VVHHLQJKLVUROHDVULJKWHRXVGRZQZDUG
PRELOLW\´KHWKRXJKWKHKDGJUDVSHGWKHIDFWWKDWIURPQRZRQ, dressed like this, and that was 
ZK\URDGPHQFDOOHGKLPPDWHKHZDVRQHRIWKHWKRXVDQGPLOOLRQWKDWWRLOHGDQGVSXQµ101 The 
narrative makes clear, however, the ambiguity of his social assimilation. As his complicated 
relationship with Pye indicates³the conflagrative anagramming of their names is much 
remarked³sharing physical and socio-economic spaces are not the same thing.102 And as 
fighting blitz fires become a nightly routine, the firemen increasingly observe one another, in 
both senses of the term. In WKH)LUH6HUYLFHHYHU\RQH´VHHP>V@WREHHYHU\PLQXWH spying on 
HDFKRWKHUDQGWHOOLQJµ´:K\LVHYHU\WKLQJVRVHFUHWLQRXUSODFH,FDQ·WVHHZK\"µ5RHVLJKV
(104). The novel ends with Roe being knocked unconscious by blitz fires, and with his struggle 
WRH[SUHVVKLV´QHUYRXVGHELOLW\µ%XUQLQJSLJHRQVUH-DSSHDULQKLVIODVKEDFNV´2QO\WKH
pigeons flying about burning. Some were on the ground, walking in circles into the flames, 
IDVFLQDWHGµ:LWKWKHEOLW]IXOO\XQGHUZD\*UHHQ·VSLJHRQVQR longer suggest foreboding 
prognosis, but the observation of lived trauma. 
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